The promotion of childhood mental health is an important investment for the future. Many young children spend a large amount of time in preschool, which have unique opportunities to promote mental health at an early stage. The aim of this study was to illuminate teachers' views of what they do in ordinary work to promote mental health among preschool children. This qualitative study had a descriptive and exploratory design and qualitative content analysis was utilized. Six focus group interviews with preschool teachers, concerning families from different cultural, geographical and socioeconomic backgrounds, were conducted in a county in the southwest of Sweden. Both manifest and latent content appeared. Three categories, 'structured world', 'pleasant climate' and 'affirming the child' and 10 subcategories emerged. The latent content of these categories is described under the theme 'creating an atmosphere where each child can flourish in harmony with their environment'. The results show teachers different working approaches with mental health in preschool and together with previous research these results can provide a basis of knowledge for preschool teachers and inspire them to develop and maintain their health-promoting work. In future studies it should be particularly interesting to investigate how the promotive way to work can be transferred to strengthen mental health throughout the school years.
INTRODUCTION
Healthy early child development (ECD), which includes the physical, social/emotional and language/cognitive domains of development, strongly influences children's well-being and mental health and positive early life experiences are important for children's health and wellbeing throughout the lifespan (McCain and Mustard,Rights of the Child emphasizes that all children have the right to the best possible health, including mental wellbeing (General Assembly, 1989) .
Swedish public health policy is characterized by the same approach and emphasizes the importance of good living conditions for children (Sveriges Regering, 2007) . Preschool in Sweden is attended by children between 1 and 5 years of age. It has personnel with college degrees and follows the formal curriculum, which is the same for children of all ages. Swedish preschools will offer stimulating educational activities; care, nurturing and learning are all important components of the curriculum, but there is no fixed schedule of activities. Child development and learning should be systematically followed and documented in accordance with the curriculum (Skolverket, 2010) . At the age of 1 year, 50% of Swedish children are enrolled in preschool, and from ages 2 to 5 years, 92% are enrolled (Skolverket, 2011) .
Preschools have unique opportunities for promoting work and play an important role in children's health, mental health and well-being (Rootman et al., 2001; Mooney et al., 2008; D'Onise et al., 2010) . There is a correlation between academic achievement and good mental health, as well as school failures affect mental health in the form of internalizing and externalizing behaviour problems. Therefore, it is important that children are well equipped with resources in the form of language skills and self-esteem when they start school (Gustafsson et al., 2010) .
Studies have highlighted the importance of adopting a health-promoting perspective and conducting studies about children's mental health, using both qualitative and quantitative designs (Bateman and Church, 2008; Braddick et al., 2009) . A review advocated for studies in early childhood populations (Petersen et al., 2010) . Efforts to promote mental health in preschool children will be improved if the work includes engagement and participation with preschool teachers (World Health Organization, 1986; Rootman et al., 2001; Mooney et al., 2008) . Preschool teachers work in a variety of ways and in different extent due to different conditions and experiences of working with children's mental health. A description of various promotive approaches could provide a basis for future initiatives, either directly in preschool settings or for research purposes.
AIM
To illuminate teachers' views of what they do in ordinary work to promote mental health among preschool children.
METHODS

Design
A qualitative study with a descriptive and exploratory design was chosen to answer the aim of the study. Qualitative content analyses were used (Hsieh and Shannon, 2005) . The study was conducted within preschools in all six municipalities in a county in southwest of Sweden, with a population of 300 000 inhabitants.
Informants and data collection
Six focus group interviews were conducted with teachers from 22 different preschools from all 6 municipalities in the actual county. In order to increase the possibility of illuminating the research questions from different angles and add credibility to the study's results (Graneheim and Lundman, 2004 ) the selection process, made by the authors, ensured that the teachers worked in preschools with children from families with different geographical, cultural and socio-economic backgrounds. This resulted in preschools with children from respectively upper, middle and lower social class families in approximately equal proportions in the sample. The children in the study were between 1 and 5 years old and the preschool teachers interviewed had experience with both younger and older children. The headmaster at each preschool was briefed and approved the study. They were well aware of the ethical rules of the study and assisted in teacher recruitment by being supportive and letting the interviews take place during paid working hours. All of the teachers in the study were women, which mirror the demographics of the Swedish preschool, where 97% of all teachers are woman (Skolverket, 2011) . Ethical aspects were taken into consideration which is important for dependability, meaning that all teachers received oral and written information about the aim of the study, implications, confidentiality and their rights if they participated, including that the participation in the study was voluntary and that they had the right to withdraw their participation at any time. The teachers gave their informed consent and agreed to participate in a focus group interview. Each focus group consisted of four to six teachers. The interviews started with an open question asking the teachers what they say they do in ordinary work to promote mental health among children in preschool. Subsequent questions concerned aspects of mental health and well-being, as well as follow-up questions considered their comments. The audio-recorded interviews were conducted by two public health researchers in a calm and undisturbed place for 70-110 min and during each interview the researchers endeavoured to create a mutually trusting relationship with the informants. The interviews were recorded without personal or preschool identifying information and subsequently transcribed verbatim.
Data analysis
The analysis comprised both manifest and latent content. The transcribed interviews were read several times to obtain a sense of the content. The data were then analysed using qualitative content analysis (Graneheim and Lundman, 2004) . This analysis was chosen because its focus on variation and diversity in the material (Graneheim and Lundman, 2004) . Meaning-carrying units, corresponding with the aim, were extracted from the texts, condensed and coded. The codes were compared to identify similarities and differences and then sorted into subcategories and then categories. Finally, an overall theme emerged. Interview quotations have been added in the results to support evidence of how subcategories and categories developed and to add richness to the text. The analysis process was conducted by the authors with experience in public health and medical science. The authors participated in the entire analysis to increase the trustworthiness of the study (Graneheim and Lundman, 2004; Polit and Beck, 2006) .
Ethical considerations
The study has been complied with ethical guidelines and was approved by the Ethics Committee at the University of Lund (Dnr 2010/725).
RESULTS
The results illuminate teachers' views of what they do in ordinary work to promote children's mental health in preschool. Three categories emerged: 'structured world', 'pleasant climate' and 'affirming the child'. The latent content of these categories is described under the theme 'creating an atmosphere where each child can flourish in harmony with their environment' (see Table 1 ). The results clarify different working approaches, both individually and in combination, what teachers say they do to promote children's mental health in preschool.
Structured world
This category describes that a structured world within preschool, including planning, follow-up and collaboration with parents, can promote children's mental health. Work planning creates a base for a structured preschool activity, which teachers considered to promote children's mental health. The planning included discussions about different ways of working, such as working together with different units within the preschool. This collaboration meant that the children got to know all teachers at the preschool, and in one teacher's absence, another could replace. In this way they could be more restrictive with temporary teachers and maintain better group stability. To obtain structure also rules and routines about prioritization of teachers to be more present with the children and what tasks that could be put aside were discussed. Teacher planning also included comments about reaching a shared vision of pedagogic work. There were various discussions concerning gender issues suggested that all children had the same value and should be treated equally, but in certain situations, girls and boys could be strengthened in various ways to promote their mental health. Teachers tried to strengthen the girls' independence and autonomy and the boys' empathy. We have lots of discussions, pedagogical conversations, how we think about this, and why we do like that, how can we do differently (focus group 1). To obtain a structure for preschool work and a basis for planning, activities were followed. The children's development, thoughts and ideas were followed and documented, using a tape recorder, camera or written notes. In separate, individual interviews with children for example a teacher could ask a child how it feels and what it is like to go to preschool. Parents could receive a questionnaire to fill out at home about the preschool and the relationships with the teachers. The teachers said that they worked to meet the responses, both favourable and unfavourable, given by the children and their parents. Another additional follow-up method was to identify the children's relationships, finding different patterns of relations with friends and adults. The children could be asked who they played with, while observations of both the children's relationships with other children and with the staff were documented. Based on this information, the work was structured so that teachers could work with the child individually or with the whole group of children to strengthen the children's mental health. Using planning time or follow-up diaries, teachers could follow their working methods and attitudes. This could lead to that teachers came to understand how they could tackle situations in new ways and resulted in positive and new response from the child. When we changed our attitudes, the child changed, too. It is important how we look at activities and how to change them, instead of changing the child (focus group 3). Teachers considered collaboration with parents was important to promote the children's mental health. Collaboration between parents and teachers started when the children were introduced to preschool, creating a structure to provide a secure and trusting relationship. Close relationships with parents could be maintained by showing understanding and prioritizing time for the parents, welcoming their participation in daily work and showing them documentations of the children's activities. This generally took place when the children arrived at preschool or when they went home from preschool and under special occasions, such as drop-in visits, individual family meetings or parent meetings. Teachers reported that structured work with the parents created a consensus between the preschool and the family that facilitated collaboration with the children and promoted their mental health. I really believe in relationships, get to know, come close, primarily with the parents. If we win their confidence, we also automatically win the children's confidence (focus group 1).
Pleasant climate
This category describes that a pleasant climate within preschool, including pleasure, interaction in play, peace and quiet and spirit in the work team, can promote children's mental health. Teachers tried to help the children experience happiness, respond to the children with pleasure and show delight with each other while in preschool. Teachers also tried to find each child's sense of humour and pleasure, and they also laughed, joked and had fun with the children. Teachers reported that their on-going interaction during the children's play, made in an improvised manner, was important for a pleasant climate that promoted the children's mental health. When teachers were present and participating in the children's play, they considered that they influenced the climate and the interactions between the children. They could help, support or guide the children in the group in different ways depending on the characteristics of each child, e.g. age, language acquisition and social skills. Teachers also tried to facilitate the children's interactions either through controlled games or by giving them time to enter the group. Teachers working with the youngest children in preschool found themselves serving as a language link in the children's games, thus promoting interaction between children while teachers working with older children talked about friendship. Teachers made the children say friendly words to one other, developed common friendly rules or had a theme work focusing on friendship. In children's play, attention focused on relations between the children. If teachers found unsatisfactory patterns in behaviour, they tried to lead a game or a discussion to create better interactions. . . . if it never is someone who sees you do not get to play with others or always get the role, for example as the dog . . . if you are given a role in preschool, it is easy to label oneself that I have this role (focus group 2). When conflicts arose the teachers said that they either let the children try to solve conflicts themselves because they believed that interaction between children then improves if they manage themselves, or they used role play and forum theatre to illustrate a conflict situation. The interaction in play could also be facilitated through creation of large indoor play areas or utilization of the outdoor environment, which gave the children space to interact. Peace and quiet were achieved in different ways. Teachers themselves tried to show as little stress as possible around the children, to be calm themselves or to adjust activities to the children's pace to create a calmer and more pleasant climate. Teachers also tried to give opportunities for the children to be undisturbed or offered them peaceful activities, such as resting (on a daily basis for the youngest children), story reading, music listening, yoga and massage or let the children express themselves through painting. Different activities could run simultaneously, and the children had the possibility to choose their own activity. Concerning massage, meaning child-to-child massage, was performed on the back. It was voluntary and used for the older children while the small children were resting. Teachers perceived that the children then found it easier to relax or play harmoniously, which was seen positive for the pleasant climate and their mental health. We also work with massage, to promote peaceit's a good feeling, you do not hit the one you have massaged (focus group 4). Teachers also routinely tried to reduce the level of noise, either by using materials that moderate noise or by lowering their own voices. Light could be reduced or lighting candles, which facilitated peace and quiet. Teachers also worked in smaller groups with the children. To create a pleasant climate, the teachers said that they stimulated the children with outdoor activities designed to enjoy the tranquillity of nature and give them the opportunity to 'run around'. The children get natural motion, they get fresh air, get to feel the forest smells and sounds. 
Affirming the child
This category describes that affirming the child, including confirming, engaging and understanding emotions, can promote children's mental health. When teachers affirmed the child, they could focus directly on one child, but they could also affect the entire group of children. Teachers said that they confirmed the children in different ways, including maintaining eye contact, participating in small group work, standing close to the children or giving the children extra time. Teachers found that in close relationships the children dared to try new things. The children could also be challenged to learn through teacher guidance. Each child was allowed to develop at his or her own pace, and teachers tried not to compare children with each other. Although there are several children who are four years old, you do not need to compare them, what can he, what can she . . . you support each child positively at their level for individual progress (focus group 5). Teachers considered language skills to be important for the children. When children communicate and understand each other, others will confirm them. To develop communication skills, teachers said that they used rhymes, songs and story reading, as well as repetition, word naming and discussion with the children. It could also involve creating conditions for the children to be confirmed by their friends, letting them help each other or allowing them to speak while other children were listening. Teachers showed the children documentation chartering their individual progress. Teachers also said that they strengthened and encouraged positive actions, both individually and together with other children. Special efforts were made to confirm children with lower status, e.g. children who were reluctant to speak in larger groups, silent children or children with a foreign native language. Other examples of teacher confirmation and affirmation include giving the children responsibility for different tasks and believing that they could handle assignments and manage challenges. You must have a sense of feeling in every situation and for every little child. How much can this child manage, how much can I push, how much encouragement is needed? This is an incredible balancing act (focus group 1). Teachers tried to strengthen children's engagement by forming preschool activities that were based on the children's wishes, interests, thoughts, solutions or ideas. Teachers described that this collaborate process encouraged the children to be more involved and engaged in the preschool activities. In small groups, new skills were learned in a playful way, using themes or stories that strengthened the children's engagement. Teachers also said that they promoted free play and encouraged outdoor activities without interference. They tried to let the children play without being disturbed by other children. Teachers guided the children either by encouraging them to maintain activity engagement or by suggestions designed to help children understand what actions were required to complete a task. Teachers felt these actions positively influenced the children's mental health. When possible, we try not to interrupt them. If we want to have a meeting with the children and see that some children have started something good . . . we wait (focus group 1). Teachers considered that they promoted children's mental health by teaching them to understand emotions and to be familiar with their own and others' feelings. Teachers said that they tried to verbalize, interpret or show understanding of the children's emotions and let them talk of what they are fulfilled to affirm them. We live in a society where we are constantly bombarded with images and impressions, not to mention all the things kids see on TV and film . . . we have to be a counterpart . . . we give the kids something else . . . the kids are allowed to talk to us and we listen when they talk (focus group 4). Other ways to illustrate emotions include usage of paintings or pictures of faces that show different expressions. To teach the children the words for different emotions, teachers said that they helped them to talk about what made themselves or a friend happy or sad. By working with emotions and allowing the children to show their feelings even in preschool, teachers considered that the children were affirmed, thus promoting their mental health. We show pictures with happy, angry and sad faces . . . then they can practice, how it feels when I'm happy, and how it feels when I'm sad . . . much of this of course is to make them feel good mentally (focus group 1).
DISCUSSION
This study highlights different efforts that according to teachers can promote children's mental health in preschool and the overall theme was about to create an atmosphere where each child can flourish in harmony with their environment. By trying to provide good life experiences early in children's life, the chances of developing generalized resistance resources conductive to a good life increase (Antonovsky, 1987; Lindströ m and Eriksson, 2010) . The social environment is a fundamental determinant of early child development, which in turn strongly influences children's well-being and mental health (Maggi et al., 2010) . To achieve this atmosphere, teachers described various ways of working to create a structured world, a pleasant climate and affirming the children in preschool. Teachers described how they by planning could create a structured preschool work, which they considered promoted children's mental health in different ways, a result confirmed in other studies (Almqvist, 2006; Granbom, 2011) . Keeping the number of close relationships that the children have low is particularly important for the youngest children and their attachment (Maggi et al., 2010) . The absence of regular staff contributes to stress and insecurity in the team, which indirectly affects the well-being of the children in preschool (Granbom, 2011) . Furthermore, teachers described how they could discuss gender issues and planned activities in various ways, for example activities to strengthen girls' independence and autonomy and boys' empathy ability. Trends in children's mental health in Sweden since the mid-1980 show an increase in depressed mood and anxiety, especially among girls (Petersen et al., 2010) . To address this issue, research methods need to promote mental health already in preschool (Herrman et al., 2005; Petersen et al., 2010) . A less shy child takes greater initiative to interact with his or her teachers, which in turn increases the teachers' interactions with the child (Rudasill and Rimm-Kaufman, 2009 ). Girls have more positive interactions and collaboration with teachers than boys (Colwell and Lindsey, 2003) . According to teachers, boys have more conflictual relationships with their teachers, while girls have more intimate relationships (Hamre and Pianta, 2001 ). These complex behaviours collectively indicate the importance of highlighting discussion of the approaches and behaviours that preschools need to promote mental health of both boys and girls, because warm and trusting relationships and social acceptance are important for well-being (Herrman et al., 2005; Keyes, 2007; Braddick et al., 2009) . Teachers in this study also said that they intentionally structured their work to cultivate and maintain a close relationship and cooperation with parents. This has been proven to be the most important predictor of the quality of teacher-child relationships (Chung et al., 2005; Granbom, 2011) . Children whose parents do not participate in specific events in the preschool, like drop-in visits, may react negatively by becoming sad or depressed. Therefore, it is particularly important to work towards creating the conditions that will enable all parents to be willing and able to participate in these events. Otherwise, the differences in parental involvement may lead to increasing inequalities in mental health (CSDH, 2008) .
Teachers highlighted the importance of a pleasant preschool climate. To ensure that the children are happy in the preschool environment, teachers emphasized that pleasure is important for mental health. Pleasure can give a brief satisfaction, but if the goal is to achieve a lasting happiness in a sense of flourishing, it is among others important to promote resilience and good relations (Keyes, 2007; Eaude, 2009) . Teachers need to create both pleasure and a more lasting happiness to promote children's mental health. Children themselves express, they feel well and thrive in play and interaction with others and play is the activity that children most enjoy in preschool (Wiltz and Klein, 2001; Almqvist et al., 2006) . According to teachers in this study, the children needed different supports for a functioning interaction in play. Teachers said that they noted the children's roles in the games and discussed various roles with the children. A review of differently gendered (age 2-15 years) experiences and behaviour within the peer context states a number of differences (Rose and Rudolph, 2006) . Girls have more conversations, more frequently express their feelings, are exposed to more stress and seek support more often than boys. Boys tend to interact in larger play groups with a clear hierarchy, suffer more physical and verbal reprisals and demonstrate less emotion in their relationships (Rose and Rudolph, 2006) . Roles that small children assign within the peer group can be problematic roles that follow them into other contexts, such as school (Bateman and Church, 2008) . One way to calm children was to use massage. The neurotransmitter oxytocin is released both when a person receives and gives massage, which activates the body's relaxation system and promotes resilience and well-being (Uvn€ as Moberg, 2000; Field, 2002; Haraldsson et al., 2008) . It is especially important to learn different recovery techniques early in life. We live in a society with increasing amounts of stress, even among young children, which contributes to 'the hurried child' (Lau, 2002) . Research confirms that contact with nature strengthens the ability to cope with and recover from stress (Maller et al., 2005) . Outdoor activities give the children more space, which promotes physical activity and positively affects both physical and mental health (Sallis et al., 2000; Biddle et al., 2004) . Preschool is an important arena for physical activity, and nearly half of preschool children are sufficiently physical active (Tucker, 2008) . Thus, the connection between physical activity, contact with nature as a calming and promoting environment and young children's mental health should be spread. Teachers considered that the spirit among the preschool staff impacts children's mental health. Research in schools demonstrates that the staff psychological climate, including cohesion, trust and support, strengthens job commitment and that this positive psychological climate also is beneficial for the children (Nammi and Nezhad, 2009 ). This research shows the importance of investing in a healthy staff to promote children's mental health. This is important because the teachers have to take care of small children in an environment with many children and no parents. Hence, it is important with support from the organization (Nammi and Nezhad, 2009) .
Teachers further considered that affirming the child was essential. A secure attachment early in life is important for proper development of personality, health and well-being. Parents are primarily responsible for forming a secure attachment, but young children spend much of their waking hours in preschool, and teachers may play an important role in child attachment (Maggi et al., 2010) . Teachers further noted that language skills, one of the key developmental domains in ECD, were important Siddiqi et al., 2007) . Children need to communicate, be understood and confirmed for positive mental health. In a study teachers used storytelling and explained words to promote vocabulary and language acquisition (Isbell et al., 2004; Collins, 2010) . Teachers stated that they specifically tried to highlight and confirm children of lower status and those of foreign descent, which is important from an equality perspective (Sveriges Regering, 2007; CSDH, 2008) . Personal growth, whereby the individual feel continuous development, is important for mental health and wellbeing and is best achieved in a context in which the individual feels that he or she belongs to a family or a group, e.g. preschool (Herrman et al., 2005; Irwin et al., 2007; Keyes, 2007; Siddiqi et al., 2007; Braddick et al., 2009; Eaude, 2009) . Teachers described how they got to know each child's abilities to later confirm him or her by providing challenges of increasing difficulty. Usually, well-intentioned adults try to protect children from difficulties, but children need practice to deal with different situations and find solutions, which is positive for promoting their mental health. Teachers need support to find a proper balance between letting the adult solve the problem or allowing the children to attempt to solve their problems (Eaude, 2009) . The ability for the children to understand emotions is one of several skills reflecting social-emotional competence, which is also an important factor in ECD Siddiqi et al., 2007) . Children must become aware of their emotions, understand their feelings and develop the ability to pay attention to these feelings. These skills have implications for future school success (Leerkes et al., 2008; Rhoades et al., 2011) . Teachers endeavoured to strengthen children's engagement. Engagement has been defined as the amount of time children spends actively or attentively interacting with their environment in an appropriate manner (McWilliam and Bailey, 1992) . The ability to interact and get access to activities is a predictor for a high degree of engagement among preschool children (Almqvist, 2006) . Participation and engagement in activities are important for the ability to flourish (Keyes, 2007; Eaude, 2009) . These skills are also important from a public health perspective, which emphasizes involvement in one's everyday life (World Health Organization, 1986; Rootman et al., 2001) .
Limitations
The results show teachers' views of what they do and this may vary between preschools or teachers. To get a clearer picture of the extent and distribution of their work and to do comparisons between groups an observational or quantitative study is needed. A limitation of this study is the risk of reporting bias. Another limitation is that the responses from the focus groups not have been linked to socio-economic status and it is therefore not possible to answer if the promotive approach varies with social class. Furthermore, the teachers' background and parents' health status have not been requested, which could have influenced the results. However, the analysis of the material led to the overall theme and related categories and subcategories. This gives a picture of the different approaches that according to teachers could promote children's mental health. A careful description of the implementation and analysis suggests that the study results can be transferred to other preschools with comparable conditions.
CONCLUSION AND IMPLICATION
This study gives a picture of teachers' views of what they do in ordinary work to promote mental health among children in preschool, including both positive and problematic situations. The results of this study together with what previous research has shown that the relationship to mental health mirrors what is needed to take care of small children in a promoting way in preschool. This could provide a basis of knowledge for preschool teachers and inspire them to develop and maintain their healthpromoting work. Children have different living conditions and their mental health need to be strengthened in various ways. Preschools can look at the results of this study to see what parts they can focus on. In future studies it should be particularly interesting to investigate how the promotive way to work can be transferred to strengthen mental health throughout the school years.
